



It’s 2006, and I’m at a state land use commission hearing with our Molokai commu­
nity, wearing bright red shirts with bold, stark-white “SAVE LA‘AU” printed on 
them. We are here together at this important hearing to express our fervent desire 
to save a wahi pana of Molokai from being gated-off for a luxury development proj­
ect the majority of our community opposes. 
A Singapore-based developer, GuocoLeisure, dba Molokai Ranch, is seeking 
approval from the commission to build two hundred multi-million dollar homes 
on the untouched lands of Lā‘au. This luxury development would serve as 
a secluded neighbor-island residence for the wealthy who are interested in exclu­
sive marina amenities, with an option that would accommodate a work-O a̒hu, 
live-Molokai commute with the purchase of each high-end home. The international 
company also happens to be the island’s largest private employer and threatens to 
mothball its assets and terminate all of its employees if the project is not approved. 
The project is denied approval. 
GuocoLeisure shuts down Molokai Ranch and over one hundred Molokai res­
idents lose their jobs. The community is left with the deep wounds of the resulting 
social division and economic devastation. 
Since Americans and Europeans began exploiting Hawaiʻi, many foreign busi­
ness interests have found their way to Molokai, bringing with them different ways 
to use the island’s resources and our community for personal gain. 
“Molokai Nui a Hina,” Molokai Great Child of Hina. Hina, heroic resister to 
the abuse of power. Hina, goddess overseer of the cycles of the moon. Molokai has 
immensely potent female mana, carrying the legacy of powerful women. The 
energy is loving and welcoming, but fiercely protective, like that of a mother. The 
island herself and her residing people have always fought to protect our ‘āina while 
preserving and advancing the genius of our kūpuna. We pride ourselves in the 
connectedness and collectivism that we have maintained over the centuries, and 
have exercised our agency against that which does not align with our culture and 
values. 
Molokai is situated between the islands of O a̒hu and Maui, with populations 
of 1 million and 155,000 respectively. Molokai is less populated than her neighbors, 
with a population of approximately 7,500, but is no less resourceful. Molokai has 
held onto a traditional way of life, while simultaneously straddling two diverging 
economic ideals. 
171 
172 The Value of Hawai‘ i 3
Prominent Molokai kupuna and long-time community leader Uncle Walter 
Ritte was the first to articulate the philosophy that on Molokai we have two thriving 
economies: (1) a cash economy, an introduced capitalist ideology; and (2) a sub­
sistence economy, an Indigenous ideology that perpetuates reciprocal social rela­
tionships in step with the surrounding natural environment. 
Our island once produced so much food that we helped feed armies on neigh­
boring islands. Molokai is known as “Molokai ‘Āina Momona,” which roughly 
translates to “Molokai, Land of Abundance,” and that she is. With the longest con­
tinuous fringing reef in the Northern Hemisphere, Molokai is teeming with marine 
life. There are over eighty fishponds along the south shore. Loʻi kalo terraces also 
line the walls of our north shore valleys, and our central plains were once rolling 
hills of ‘uala. 
Fast forward eleven years. GuocoLeisure announces its intent to sell off its 
landholdings of 55,575 acres, nearly a third of our island home, which prompted 
over three hundred Molokai residents to march six miles up the slopes of Maunaloa 
to make a clear announcement of our own. We wanted stewardship of the ‘āina 
returned to Molokai and her people. Uncle Walter consequently formed the Aloha 
‘Āina Fellows Leadership program to enhance the social infrastructure we need to 
develop a cash economy that complements our subsistence economy and way of 
life. 
In a subsistence economy, where we mālama one another, traditional metrics 
for measuring success involve ensuring the collective good, where all are properly 
fed and cared for. By reengineering the systems our kūpuna passed down to us, we 
focus our energy on industries central to our fundamental needs, such as food and 
energy production, while cultivating our core competencies. We are a living 
laboratory. 
The physical infrastructure for food independence remains in place on 
Molokai, and only needs to be restored to function again. Approximately one quar­
ter of our island is homestead land set aside for agricultural use by Hawaiian benefi­
ciaries. A 1.4 billion-gallon reservoir was constructed for homestead farmers to 
draw upon and grow food for sustainability and economic development. 
As a living laboratory designed on “‘ike kupuna,” ancestral knowledge, the goal 
is to build capacity within our own community, while we also teach others around 
the world. Our kūpuna understood adaptive management and best practices to 
mālama our island and her resources effectively. As the planet’s climate changes, 
and natural disasters occur more frequently with heightened intensity, the world is 
recognizing ancestral knowledge is an invaluable tool for our survival. 
Education of course is key, and in Hawaiʻi ancestral knowledge was tradition­
ally passed down from one generation to the next. We begin with a multipronged 
educational approach, teaching our children to identify their kuleana to our home, 
and then to pass that value on generationally and in perpetuity. 
Professional and cultural capacity-building on individual and collective 
kuleana will develop by reinstating ancestral best practices, such as identifying the 
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strengths and interests of children, and nurturing their skills through apprentice­
ship opportunities to enhance Molokai ‘Āina Momona. This continuum of ‘ike is 
critical, for we stand on the shoulders of our ancestors. This is how our systems and 
technologies were improved upon from one generation to the next. 
Utilizing assets-mapping, we analyze the current economic landscape and 
on-island employment; identify necessary jobs for new industries and growth; 
assess the existing skills consortium, education, and licensures; and evaluate the 
work experiences for those currently residing within the Molokai community, as 
well as those who presently live away and would like to return home. 
By creating jobs in lucrative career industries, such as energy and technology, 
the incentive to come home after college would appeal to a much larger demo­
graphic, and the transference gaps of valuable ‘ike to next generations would begin 
to fill in. 
With a population that is both frugal and resourceful, with very little reliance 
upon the creature comforts relished in other places, our energy needs are relatively 
small; however, career opportunities exist in transitioning Molokai to 100 percent 
renewable and sustainable energy in clean resource industries, such as photovoltaic 
energy, wind energy, water energy, biofuels, and energy storage. 
I ka wā ma mua, i ka wā ma hope. The future lies in the past. 
The answer has always been inside of us: it is our connection to one another 
and to our ‘āina. Molokai has consistently practiced and maintained sustainability 
successfully throughout our history. This knowledge has tremendous global value 
for ecosystem management and sustainability principles. Our connectedness 
enables us to develop and refine the process of strengthening a community from 
within, enticing those who have left to return to their roots with endless opportuni­
ties right here at home. Molokai’s successes could be used as a model to replicate on 
other islands and in communities around the globe. 
Every one of us faces a daily choice: to build upon a foundation set before us 
or to build anew. On Molokai, we’re choosing both. We’re striving for food and 
energy independence while we cultivate ʻike kupuna. Our future is boundless as we 
set our sights on building capacity, advancing sustainable practices, and evolving as 
leaders in fields of technology and innovation. 
Fourteen years ago, we stood to lose a part of ourselves to foreign exploitation. 
But today we know better than ever that Lā a̒u Point, and all of Molokai Nui a Hina, 
is ours to care for and protect. We truly are and always will be Molokai ‘Āina 
Momona. 
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